
Your digestive, or gastrointestinal (GI), tract is a long, 
muscular tube that runs from your mouth to your anus. 
It’s about 30 feet long and works with other parts of your 
digestive system to break food and drink down into smaller 
molecules of nutrients. The blood absorbs these and carries 
them throughout the body for cells to use for energy, 
growth, and repair.

With such a long GI highway, it’s common to run into 
bumps in the road. About 60 to 70 million Americans are 
affected by digestive diseases, like gastroesophageal reflux 
disease (GERD) or irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). GERD 
happens when your stomach acid and/or contents come 
back up into your esophagus (swallowing tube) or throat. 
This causes uncomfortable symptoms like heartburn and 
indigestion. IBS is a group of symptoms that includes pain 
in the abdomen and changes in bowel habits. People with 
IBS may have constipation, diarrhea, or both. Many more 
people have other digestive problems, like bloating and 
stomach pain.

“There are many factors that can impact gut health,” says 
Dr. Lin Chang, a GI expert at the University of California, 
Los Angeles. How your body’s built, your family and 
genetic history, how you manage stress, and what you eat 
can all affect your gut.

Chang studies the connection between stress and IBS. 
Her research group has found that people who have early 
life stress are more likely to develop IBS. “However, this 
increased risk for IBS went down when people confided 
in someone they trust about the stress they experienced,” 
she explains. “Finding healthy ways to manage stress is 
important for GI health, and your health overall.”

YOUR DIET & YOUR GUT

What you eat can help or hurt your digestive system, and 
influence how you feel. “Increasing fiber is really important 
for constipation,” says Chang. “Most Americans do not 
eat a lot of fiber so you have to gradually increase the fiber 
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in your diet. Otherwise you might get gas and more 
bloating, and won’t stick with the changes.”

Try to eat fruits and vegetables at every meal. A variety 
of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and nuts can provide a 
healthy mix of different fibers and nutrients to your diet. 
An added benefit is that the more fiber and whole foods 
you eat, the less room you’ll have for less healthy options. 

But some fiber-rich foods, called high FODMAP foods, 
can be hard to digest. Examples include certain fruits and 
vegetables, dairy products, and wheat and rye products. 
If you have IBS, your doctor may recommend a diet low 
in FODMAPS.

You might have heard that probiotics—live microbes 
that are similar to those found in the human gut—can 
improve your gut health. These are also called “friendly 
bacteria” or “good bacteria.” Probiotics are available in 
dietary supplements and in certain foods, such as yogurt.

There is some evidence that probiotics may be helpful 
in preventing diarrhea associated with antibiotics and 
improving symptoms of IBS, but more needs to be 
learned. Researchers still don’t know which probiotics 
are helpful and which aren’t. They also don’t know how 
much of the probiotics people would have to take or who 
would most likely benefit from them.

Certain food additives called emulsifiers are something 
else that may affect your gut health. Emulsifiers are 
added to many processed foods to improve texture and 
extend shelf life. But studies show they can affect our gut 
flora.

FOR BETTER GUT HEALTH

»» Eat slower. Chew your food well before 
swallowing. It may help you swallow less air and 
better sense when you’re full.

»» Enjoy smaller meals. Eat in moderation to 
avoid overfilling your stomach and encourage 
digestion. A packed stomach may also cause 
reflux, or your food to come back up.

»» Set a bedtime for your gut. Try to limit how 
much you eat after dark. Your GI tract is most 
active in the morning and daytime.

»» Manage stress. Learn healthy ways to reduce 
stress like relaxation breathing, mindfulness, 
and exercise. Stress makes it harder to digest 
your food well. 

»» Create a routine. Try to eat around the same 
times each day. Your GI system may do best on 
a schedule. 

»» Consider probiotics. Talk with your doctor 
about taking probiotics (supplemental healthful 
bacteria). They may ease constipation and IBS 
symptoms.
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